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AbstractAbstractAbstractAbstract    
While there no doubt are more than a handful of XML-based eBusiness 
and e-Commerce specifications, OBI differentiates itself by focusing on 
the business processes and data sets required to support catalog, 
configurator, and other e-Procurement transactions expressed in ANSI 
x12, UN/EDIFACT 96A and XML. The OBI specification facilitates 
Internet-based transactions between trading partners, particularly with 
key contracted suppliers of commodity goods and services.  The 
standard specifically targets the transactions of indirect materials, 
including maintenance, repair, operations (MRO) materials, and office 
and laboratory supplies. 
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Facilitating Transactions between Trading PartnersFacilitating Transactions between Trading PartnersFacilitating Transactions between Trading PartnersFacilitating Transactions between Trading Partners    
 

Developed by individuals at MIT with the support of a number of major Fortune 500 buying 
organizations and their suppliers, the Open Buying on the Internet (OBI) specification was 
created to meet the increasingly convergent needs of the various trading parties on the 
Internet. While there no doubt are more than a handful of XML-based eBusiness and e-
Commerce specifications, OBI differentiates itself by focusing on the business processes and 
data sets required to support catalog, configurator, and other e-Procurement transactions 
expressed in ANSI x12, UN/EDIFACT 96A and XML.  
 
Late in 1996, a number of Fortune 500 buying organizations and their primary suppliers 
began meeting in a forum called the Internet Purchasing Roundtable. These attendees were 
primarily from the purchasing, IT, sales, marking, and e-Commerce departments of these 
companies. The primary goal of the Roundtable was to provide access to easy-to-use, 
standards-based, Internet purchasing solutions guided by an open, flexible, and vendor-
neutral architecture and framework that could meet the common needs of many 
organizations.  Originally, this group saw that the “lowest hanging fruit” in B2B was catalog 
procurement. As the different processes of creating, managing and exchanging catalog data 
were becoming overly fragmented, OBI provided a common standard that addressed these 
issues.  
 
The OBI standard facilitates Internet-based transactions between trading partners, 
particularly with key contracted suppliers of commodity goods and services.  The standard 
specifically targets the transactions of indirect materials, including maintenance, repair, 
operations (MRO) materials, and office and laboratory supplies.  These indirect material 
purchases typically account for 80% of an organization’s transactions, yet they represent less 
than 20% of total expenditures.  Streamlining the procurement process for these high-volume, 
low-dollar, non-strategic purchases was the focus of the OBI standard as it enables 
companies to reduce costs, improve the overall buy-pay process, and increase service levels 
to the end users. 
 

Business Process Standards for eBusiness Process Standards for eBusiness Process Standards for eBusiness Process Standards for e----ProcurementProcurementProcurementProcurement    
 
However, soon after the first version of the specification, the organizations noted that having 
a catalog work was good and fine, but the real value was having companies work together 
through a set of common business process. The next version of OBI focused on supplying 
business process standards for e-Procurement that was horizontally applicable across 
multiple industries. With version 1.0 defined for high volume, low-dollar e-Procurement 
transactions, the definition began to stretch to configurable products and smart catalogs. 
While other notable marketplace vendors had attempted to solve the same problems, their 
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approaches were proprietary and specific to their marketplace system and processes. With 
this change in focus, the nature of the consortium members changes as well. Originally, the 
main participants in the OBI consortium were the financial services industry, but as focus 
shifted to e-Procurement, catalogs, and configuration, the various maintenance, repair, 
operations (MRO) providers got involved: Office Depot, Staples, Ariba, and Commerce One.  
 
OBI accomplishes this goal by creating a standard, originally EDI based but now additionally 
expressed in XML for e-Procurement transactions. Some vendors call this functionality a 
“round-trip” transaction, while others call it “punch-out”, but the net results are the same. OBI 
stipulates that suppliers manage catalog content, and buyers are responsible for workflow. 
The OBI architecture is based on the premise that process “owners” should be responsible for 
information associated with their business processes, whereas most current architectures for 
consumer Internet commerce require that the selling organizations must acquire and 
maintain accurate client profiles.  For example, buying organizations are responsible for 
profile information of buyers within their organization (or “requisitioners”) as well as account 
codes, tax status and order approval.  Selling organizations are responsible for their electronic 
catalogs, the associated prices, order entry, and inventory mechanisms.  The OBI protocol and 
formats ensure that buying organizations and selling organizations are able to efficiently 
interoperate. 
 

Buying and Selling OrganizationsBuying and Selling OrganizationsBuying and Selling OrganizationsBuying and Selling Organizations    
 
The entire specification can be abstracted as an interaction of various different process steps 
as executed by two different entities: the buying and selling organization. The various parts of 
an organization and the systems supporting purchasing – including the purchasing 
management and IS systems supporting purchasing represent the buying organization. OBI 
identifies the person who actually places an order as a “requisitioner.” Purchasing systems 
would thus run an OBI server that would receive OBI Order Requests and return OBI Orders, 
handle requisitioner profile and trading partner information, provide workflow, and supply 
approvals, account, and tax status information necessary to complete an order.  The buying 
organization would also negotiate and maintain contractual relationships with preferred 
selling organizations.  
 
A “selling organization” maintains a dynamic electronic catalog that represents an up-to-date 
listing of product and price information tailored to the needs of the requisitioner’s 
organization or affiliation. An existing contract with the buying organization determines actual 
product and price information.  As a final step, the selling organization’s catalog is integrated 
with back-office inventory and order management systems and connected to an OBI server for 
sending OBI Order Requests, receiving OBI Orders, and authorizing certain transaction types 
with the appropriate payment authority.  

 
Origins in EDIOrigins in EDIOrigins in EDIOrigins in EDI    
 

Currently, the OBI standard provides specific transactions dealing with order request, 
purchase order, purchase order acknowledgement, advance ship notification, and order 
status.  The next release of the specification will contain invoice and payment transaction 
types as well. OBI also leverages existing protocols and standards to further bolster their 
efforts. The OBI standard messages are exchanged via HTTP with Secure Sockets Layer (SSL) 
security and digital certificates based on the ITU-T’s X.509v3 standard for authentication of 
requisitioners as well as servers.  Digital signatures can be applied to OBI Order Requests and 
OBI Orders to provide high levels of assurance of the identity of the originator of an order, as 
well as order integrity. The actual contents of order messages are based on the American 
National Standards Institute (ANSI) ASC X.12’s 850 transaction set, which is the current 
standard for EDI purchase orders. While version 3.0 has moved to an XML-based model, the 
existing OBI specifications are based on the EDI model resulting in systems that are easily 
integrated into “legacy” EDI systems and solutions. 
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The movement to an XML-enabled system was motivated in part by the development efforts 
of Ariba and Commerce One, which had developed their own native XML formats for e-
Procurement. The 3.0 release expresses the OBI business process in XML. The proposed 
release of 3.1 is based upon the incorporation of providing new functionality in the area of 
payment processes, allows business to support non-proprietary e-Procurement 
interoperability. The payment functionality in the proposed 3.1 release includes support for P-
cards, electronic payments, and wire transfers. Thus, OBI will become a “pick-to-payment”, 
open e-Procurement standard that can be expressed in ANSI, EDIFACT, and XML. 
 

Merger with CommerceNetMerger with CommerceNetMerger with CommerceNetMerger with CommerceNet    
 
In August 2001, the non-profit OBI Consortium merged with CommerceNet and currently 
operates under the auspices of the OBI Special Interest Group (SIG). The SIG provides a forum 
for standards development, education, and compliance certification. This merger was 
preceded by the April 2001 release of the Version 3.0 of its framework. This release adds 
high volume support for XML-based transactions, which moves the specification away from a 
pure X.12 based approach.  This support of XML enables the specification to more easily 
integrate with other XML-based specifications efforts for business transactions. In addition to 
XML support, the new OBI version includes support for the Electronic Data Interchange For 
Administration Commerce and Transport (EDIFACT) specification, which is widely adopted in 
Europe and Asia. 
  
Currently, OBI has about thirty active members in its core working group working on various 
different portions of the specification. The current 3.0 framework represents the combined 
work of many leading eCommerce organizations, including CommerceOne, Ariba, 
SupplyWorks, EPIC Systems, Netfish, and iPlanet, in addition to high-volume buyers and 
sellers such as Office Depot, BOC Gases, WW Grainger, Sun Microsystems, 
barnesandnoble.com, JP Morgan Chase, American Express, and VISA.   
   

Comparison with other Standards EffortsComparison with other Standards EffortsComparison with other Standards EffortsComparison with other Standards Efforts    
 
OBI compares itself to a number of other, seemingly competitive standards efforts by 
differentiating its offering and point of view. In comparison to similar efforts by Ariba and 
Commerce One, embodied in the cXML and CBL specifications, OBI is not a proprietary 
specification. In addition, there is a definite possibility that these organizations will implement 
OBI within future versions of their specifications, and it would be reasonable to assume 
customers would adopt these enhancements. One explanation for the development of these 
XML-based formats was that OBI was not an XML specification at the time they were 
developed. 
  
OBI hopes to work more closely with the ebXML effort, the wide-ranging eBusiness initiative 
operating under the auspices of UNCEFACT and OASIS through its eBusiness Transition 
Working Group (eBTWG) hosted by CommerceNet. In general, OBI hopes to be one of the 
payload messages that are transported within the ebXML framework, and work closely and 
specify a UML-based model to be included in their repository for business process standards. 
OBI has also developed high level business requirements to include temporary labor services. 
Additionally, OBI supports CommerceNet’s Web Services SIG that will address the ability to 
identify appropriate buyers or sellers, determining what processes these organizations use to 
interface over the Internet and which transactions they permit, and then facilitate these 
interactions.   
 

Key Conclusions & RecommendationsKey Conclusions & RecommendationsKey Conclusions & RecommendationsKey Conclusions & Recommendations    
 

In general, the OBI approach of providing a basic model for e-Procurement processes to be 
executed in any eBusiness framework ranging from EDI to XML is proving to be well accepted 
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in the marketplace. Many organizations are unable to make a complete transition to an all 
XML-based system, and these organizations would do well to adopt an OBI-based approach to 
the problem. This approach doesn’t preclude many of the smaller organizations to adopt XML 
as their framework. In this manner, OBI enables eBusiness systems to work with all different 
sorts of emerging and existing business architectures and frameworks. 

 
• OBI has a primary focus on e-Procurement transactions rather than the full scope of B2B 

integration. As such, it may be applicable to those organizations looking to solve a 
narrower set of e-Commerce problems. 

• It is not clear how OBI will interact with ebXML, RosettaNet, IFX, and other formats as they 
develop. As such, care should be taken to make sure that any approach is as flexible as 
possible. 

• CommerceNet should seek a closer alignment of goals with other standards efforts to 
make sure that they provide the widest base of support to their member companies.  

 
 

Profile: CommerceNetProfile: CommerceNetProfile: CommerceNetProfile: CommerceNet    (September, 2001)    
Date Founded: 1994 
Funding: Non-profit 
President / CEO: Mark Resch 
Specifications: 

• Open Buying on the Internet 
• eCo Framework (not profiled in this note) 

Address: 
10050 N. Wolfe Road, Suite SW2-255 
Cupertino, CA 95014 

URL: 
OBI site: www.openbuy.org  
CommerceNet site: www.commerce.net  

Main Phone: (408) 446-1260 
Contacts: 

Kevin Kienast kevin@commerce.net 
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About ZapThink, LLCAbout ZapThink, LLCAbout ZapThink, LLCAbout ZapThink, LLC    
 

ZapThink is an IT market intelligence firm that provides trusted advice and critical insight into 
XML, Web Services, and Service Orientation. We provide our target audience of IT vendors, 
service providers and end-users a clear roadmap for standards-based, loosely coupled 
distributed computing – a vision of IT meeting the needs of the agile business. 

ZapThink’s role is to help companies understand these IT products and services in the context 
of SOAs and the vision of Service Orientation. ZapThink provides market intelligence to IT 
vendors who offer XML and Web Services-based products to help them understand their 
competitive landscape and how to communicate their value proposition to their customers 
within the context of Service Orientation, and lay out their product roadmaps for the coming 
wave of Service Orientation. ZapThink also provides implementation intelligence to IT users 
who are seeking guidance and clarity into how to assemble the available products and 
services into a coherent roadmap to Service Orientation. Finally, ZapThink provides demand 
intelligence to IT vendors and service providers who must understand the needs of IT users as 
they follow the roadmap to Service Orientation. 

ZapThink’s senior analysts are widely regarded as the “go to analysts” for XML, Web Services, 
and SOAs by vendors, end-users, and the press. They are in great demand as speakers, and 
have presented at conferences and industry events around the world. They are among the 
most quoted industry analysts in the IT industry. 

ZapThink was founded in October 2000 and is headquartered in Waltham, Massachusetts. Its 
customers include Global 1000 firms, public sector organizations around the world, and many 
emerging businesses. ZapThink Analysts have years of experience in IT as well as research 
and analysis. Its analysts have previously been with such firms as IDC and ChannelWave, and 
have sat on the working group committees for standards bodies such as RosettaNet, UDDI, 
CPExchange, ebXML, EIDX, and CompTIA. 

Call, email, or visit the ZapThink Web site to learn more about how ZapThink can help you to 
better understand how XML and Web Services impact your business or organization. 
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